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Abstract
Over the past decade principal preparation programs have been criticized for what 
many believe to be antiquated and ineffective methods of preparation and development 
(Bottoms & O’Neill, 2001; Levine, 2005; Marzano, McNulty, & Waters, 2005; 
Witziers, Bosker, & Kruger, 2003). The call for change has prompted many states to 
evaluate their requirements for preparing school principals. The cognitive dissonance 
between university course work and the realities of a principal’s daily work has resulted 
in an appeal for redesigned principal preparation programs in collaboration with the 
districts that employ their graduates. This article highlights the work of one school of 
education and its partnership with the state department of education and two school 
districts to pilot a program that incorporates the elements of best practice in preparing 
school leaders for the challenges of 21st century schools. The article provides an overview 
of the program elements, discussing the successes and challenges of implementing a 
nontraditional principal preparation program that has, as its core, true partnerships with 
districts in planning and implementation. Have we developed the “perfect program” for 
the “perfect principal”? The proof is with these principals’ future students’ success.
Introduction 
At the beginning of each academic year, more than 300 first-year, or new-to-their-
schools, principals accept the opportunity to introduce a new generation of leadership 
to schools in Kentucky (Kentucky Cohesive Leadership System, 2008). These principals’ 
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enthusiasm for change is outdone only by the stakes they face in terms of accountability. 
School leaders in all states constantly must focus their attention and efforts on teaching 
for understanding and improving student achievement, especially in underachieving 
populations (Crews & Weakley, 1996; Levine, 2005; Marzano, McNulty, & Waters, 
2005). Despite disagreement by researchers on the direct correlation between the 
principal and student achievement, and the specific leadership qualities that make the 
“perfect” instructional leader (Educational Research Service, 2000; Marzano et al., 2005; 
Rutherford, 1985; Witziers, Bosker, & Kruger, 2003), there is widespread agreement that 
education leadership programs need to be redesigned to meet the needs of an increasingly 
diverse student population (Bottoms & O’Neill, 2001; Levine). Thus, the search for the 
“perfect” program to develop the “as perfect as possible” principal is on!
Unfortunately, traditional educational administration programs often are irrelevant 
in addressing the tools, skills, and knowledge necessary for the successful principal 
practice of today (Daresh, 1997; Elmore, 2001; Orozco, 2001). Elmore (as cited in Stein 
& Gewirtzman, 2003) has referred to these programs as a “three-way cartel” between 
state departments of education, universities, and school districts, where a “blame 
game” stalls any movement toward change. Districts blame universities for requiring 
outdated courses. Universities blame districts for sending them ill-prepared practitioners 
for their certification programs. Both blame the state for maintaining certification 
practices that are caught up in bureaucracy and political interests rather than the 
powerful programming desperately needed (Elmore, as cited in Stein & Gewirtzman). 
Certainly one reason for disagreement in the preparation of principals focuses on the 
conceptual shift from principal primarily as “building manager” to principal primarily as 
“instructional leader.”
As state accountability systems are placing the burden of school success and individual 
student achievement on the shoulders of the building principal, the principal’s job 
description has expanded to that of “child learning officer” (Bottoms & O’Neill, 2001). 
Principals need to know what students are supposed to learn and the standards they are 
supposed to meet, they must have a working knowledge of research-based and student-
centered instruction, and they need to identify teachers who are exemplary in their 
practice in addition to supporting those who need more development in their teaching 
(Bottoms, 2001). Of course, they still have to make sure that the overflowing toilet on 
the second floor is repaired and that the fire alarm system is functional. Thus, preparation 
programs must respond to this changing and challenging job description by offering 
more than school law and finance courses, with cursory attempts to have developing 
principals “shadow” a “real” principal for a time or two. Preparation programs must be 
transformed into authentic learning experiences that prepare the new principal for his 
or her challenges as the instructional leader of the school. It is this challenge that frames 
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the sequence of events leading to the successful partnership between the “cartel” — 
Bellarmine University; the Kentucky Department of Education; and two school districts 
at opposite ends of the state, Pike County and Graves County, to prepare highly effective 
principals for the 21st century.
Background of the Redesign
In 2002, Bellarmine University made the decision to expand program offerings in the 
School of Education (SOE) to include a master’s degree program that would lead to 
principal certification. Colleges and universities in Kentucky offer principal certification 
programs in the traditional model, generally consisting of students taking an evening 
course one night per week along with summer courses. Generally, these courses are heavy 
on theory, taught by professors with limited experience as practitioners, and confined to 
the university classroom environment. In the traditional model, when students successfully 
complete the required 15- to18-hour program in five to six three-hour courses, they are 
recommended for the state’s certificate of eligibility, allowing them to search for a principal 
or assistant principal position. This process provides a “license to hunt” (for a position) 
but stops short of providing the student with authentic field experiences that replicate the 
real work of the school principal. Within five years of receiving a principal’s job, the new 
administrators then must finish permanent certification by taking 12–15 additional hours 
in administrative course work. These required courses vary from university to university, 
generally contain content necessary for successful practice (such as human resource 
management or school finance), and thus are preferred prerequisites for any assignment to 
a principal position (Bottoms, 2001). However, it is apparent that this protocol could allow 
one to be in a position of school leadership for up to five years without exposure to some of 
the basic content necessary for successful practice. Bellarmine knew it would not follow this 
type of traditional design; instead we would establish an innovative comprehensive model 
for effective leadership development.
In 2002, Kentucky’s higher education institutions were under fire for offering 
principal preparation programs that many perceived to be antiquated and inadequate for 
preparing effective school leaders for the 21st century. A review of the available literature, 
professional reflection, and the pressure of public critiques influenced Bellarmine’s 
decision to develop a program unique in its design and responsive to much of the current 
literature (Bottoms, 2001; Crews & Weakley, 1996; Daresh, 1997). The SOE sought the 
help of a consultant from the Kentucky Department of Education (KDE) — one who 
was intimately knowledgeable about the Interstate School Leaders Licensure Consortium 
(ISLLC) (1996) standards and who was conversant in the most current research on 
preparing effective school leaders. Our university administration encouraged the program 
development team, comprised of the SOE administration and the consultant, to think 
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creatively on program design, course content, delivery model, and assessment measures. 
The development team took advantage of the freedom to think beyond the standard 
university parameters and the work that already had been done in the state through the 
efforts of the Wallace Foundation’s grantees, ultimately leading to the development of a 
state-of-the-art preparation program for today’s principals.
Drawing on leadership research (Daresh, 1997; Hoachlander, Alt, & Beltranena, 
2001; Marzano, 1998; Bottoms & O’Neill, 2001), the development team identified 
several critical components that would guide program development from the early 
phases of the planning: a collaborative partnership with P–12 schools, an intensive field/
internship component, a cohort model as a learning community, and emphasis on the 
instructional leadership role of the principal. These components became non-negotiable 
during the developmental stages and now serve as the hallmark features of Bellarmine’s 
preparation program. 
Collaborative Partnerships with P–12 Schools
Early stages of program development included numerous meetings with local school 
district leaders for the purpose of seeking input in identifying the knowledge base and 
types of skills needed by new principals. Multiple planning meetings resulted in the 
development of a program outline, and subsequent collaborative meetings assisted in 
refining the details of the program framework. These early collaborative meetings resulted 
in strengthened partnerships with the P–12 schools and districts. It was decided in the 
planning stage that the strongest candidates would be those who were co-selected by 
the university and the leaders from the districts in which the principal candidates work. 
Designated courses would be co-designed and co-delivered with P–12 district partners. 
Continuous conversations would occur with P–12 school partners, ensuring that 
university course work would meet the needs of the districts.
Field Component
As this program was under construction, the development team remained focused on 
preparing educators with the appropriate knowledge, skills, and dispositions to become 
effective school leaders. The team believed that a critical component was the recognition 
that universities play a key role in building the foundational knowledge of school leaders. 
However, the skill set of school leaders is practiced and refined through experiences that 
take place on the job in an actual school setting. Therefore, the program development team 
committed to an intensive field component that would require careful planning and an 
implementation plan that would require maintaining a strong collaborative partnership 
with the local school districts. Principal candidates would require release time from their 
current positions as well as close supervision from practicing and former principals.
Baker, Bucalos, Gnadinger, Scott, Maynard, & Daniels
24
Delivery Model
The use of professional learning communities was a critical factor taken into 
consideration when planning for the structure and program delivery model (Bottoms & 
O’Neill, 2001). A cohort model would allow for professional learning communities to 
realize a number of desired program outcomes, including an ongoing discussion forum 
and a professional network beyond program completion. A summer start, when teachers 
could devote the entire professional day to their course work and assessment tasks, would 
provide optimal learning for the foundational pieces of the program. Therefore, the 
program was designed as a cohort model with a one-time per year entry point that would 
take place in the summer term. 
Instructional Leader
To emphasize the changing role of a principal from school manager to instructional 
leader, the program was designed as a second master’s degree. The development team 
firmly believed that instructional leaders needed to be master teachers in order to serve 
effectively as the instructional leader of the school and guide the necessary changes for 
school improvement. Therefore, it was determined that candidates in this program would 
already hold teaching certification and a master’s degree for consideration of admission 
into the program. Additionally, to underscore the importance of instructional leadership, 
the first summer semester of content was designed to accentuate an instructional 
component that included emphases on the role of the school leader, instructional 
leadership, and using data for school improvement. 
Partnership Expansion
In summer 2004, after the program received university and state approval, the SOE 
accepted its first cohort of aspiring principals. While working with the first few cohorts, 
the faculty attempted to expand its connection with each candidate’s school district, 
jointly selecting candidates for participation, aligning courses to fit the stated needs of 
the specific districts, exploring special requirements of private school candidates, and 
fitting field experiences to school-based improvement plans. These partnerships became 
a hallmark of the SOE’s program and caught the attention of those at the state level who 
were working on revisions of principal certification requirements proposed to Kentucky’s 
Education Professional Standards Board and outlined by the Education Leadership 
Redesign Task Force (Interim Joint Committee on Education, 2007). Tenets of these 
required revisions included district and university co-selection of students, co-designed 
and co-delivered courses, a set of six required anchor assessments on which all candidates 
must show proficiency, and a strong emphasis on authentic experiences for aspiring 
principals (Interim Joint Committee on Education, 2007). At the same time, the Southern 
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Regional Education Board (SREB) piloted a module entitled “Developing Collaborative 
University-District Partnerships to Prepare Learning-Centered Principals” (2007). SOE 
faculty in attendance at the conference examined material presented in the module that 
further influenced the commitment to developing principals through collaborative work 
with each candidate’s district. 
Pilot Project
In summer 2007, KDE, in collaboration with the Kentucky Leadership Academy, 
received a grant from the Wallace Foundation with a focus on accelerating the redesign 
of principal preparation programs in Kentucky. One of the goals of the grant was the 
creation of one or more pilot sites in an attempt to showcase the various practices soon 
to be required of all accredited programs in the state (Interim Joint Committee on 
Education, 2007). Because the program at Bellarmine had many of the characteristics 
of the redesign already in place, we agreed to transport our program to two districts in 
opposite ends of the state, Graves County Schools, a district in the far southwestern 
corner, and Pike County Schools, a district on the West Virginia border. The goals of the 
partnership with these two school districts included co-selection of the participants, an 
articulated plan for support of the candidates by the districts, co-design and co-delivery 
of the curriculum, and an independent evaluation to inform the redesign work going on 
throughout the state. 
With this partnership, the concept of discrete three-hour courses was abandoned for 
a more integrated approach with an attempt to match course requirements to the typical 
rhythm of each district’s school calendar. What had been a “stand-alone” field experience 
course was revised to fit the district’s leadership development initiatives already in 
place. For example, all Graves County (sitting) principals were required to participate 
in Mike Rutherford’s (Rutherford, 2008) Requisite Leadership Skills professional 
development workshop. In an effort to mesh the training of aspiring principals with that 
of sitting principals, all cohort candidates attended the same Rutherford sessions, and 
Bellarmine professors integrated the content from those sessions into the instructional 
leadership course. The goal was to eliminate the “retooling” that Graves County had 
found necessary when hiring new principals trained in more traditional university-based 
programs. All courses stressed leadership for student achievement, including traditional 
classes, such as law and finance, built around the impact on classroom practices. Each 
of the districts appointed a high-level central office administrator as a liaison to the 
university, and that individual became the primary contact person as the project began.
Selection of candidates was of primary importance. Aspiring principals had to meet the 
minimal admission requirements of the university and be recommended by the employing 
district. Once Bellarmine vetted candidates, representatives of each district’s leadership 
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team as well as faculty members from the SOE interviewed potential students and reached 
consensus on those to be admitted. In Graves County, 75 percent (N=12) of the candidates 
received invitations to the program. In Pike County, the committee recommended the 
admission of 100 percent (N=6). All selected candidates agreed to participate.  
Each school district and the university, as well as the Kentucky Department 
of Education as the grantee, developed a Memorandum of Agreement (MOA) to 
operationalize the partnership. The MOA included concurrence on each entity’s financial 
obligations, commitments concerning the co-design and co-delivery of the curriculum, 
and other in-kind contributions of the three agents. An unanticipated side effect of the 
partnership has been an exceptional willingness on the part of the districts to provide 
each candidate with many extra opportunities for leadership growth. Examples include 
inclusion in professional development activities normally reserved for school and central 
office administrators; special access to data often reserved for the leaders of schools and 
districts; and participation in state-wide leadership sessions on school finance, instructional 
mentoring and coaching, and conferences designed by such groups as the National 
Association of School Principals and the Kentucky Association of School Administrators.
State Perspective from Debbie Daniels on Choosing this University 
After our initial meeting with the faculty and the dean of the SOE’s educational 
administration program, we were convinced that this was the kind of faculty and 
administration that had embraced the conditions of principal preparation redesign 
including university/district partnerships, co-design and co-delivery of the courses, and a 
strong emphasis on authentic field-based experiences, not to mention the fact that they 
were willing to travel literally from one end of the state to the other to meet the needs of the 
state’s aspiring principals and their districts. Bellarmine had to be flexible and suspend or 
alter many of its procedures and practices so that this could happen. The faculty went right 
to work in finding ways to implement the agreed conditions. The district partners worked 
closely with them to refine and revise courses, instructional materials, and field experiences 
to personalize them to the needs of the districts and the aspiring candidates. 
Growing Pains for the University
The co-design and co-delivery of the curriculum got off to a slow start. At first, it was 
difficult to build trust with the districts, particularly since they both were a significant 
geographical distance from the university. Relationships had to be established and 
connections made between all of the partners with the understanding that there were no 
precedents for this. KDE also was dealing with critical feedback from some universities, 
questioning how decisions about the pilot site had been made. In fact, since the inception 
of Bellarmine as the first pilot, three other universities in the state are participating in 
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similar pilots to provide feedback to all state colleges and universities on the principal 
redesign and the challenges faced by the state in full implementation (by 2012) of the new 
redesign requirements, policies, and regulations. Bellarmine continues to share information 
with another pilot (added recently) on the experience and its benefits and challenges.
District Concerns from Tommy Scott, Graves County Assistant Superintendent of Instruction 
We had no prior relationships with this university. It was 240 miles from our school 
district. The distance itself would probably make the collaboration efforts token at best. 
We certainly had been interested in the redesign of principal preparation programs for 
some time but had thought our partnering university would be one in close proximity. 
Our past experiences with principal preparation at the local university near us was not a 
partnership of any sort. Teachers attended classes at the university. There was no university/
district communication about curriculum. After completing course work, the candidates 
received certificates and were employed as principals by our district with little knowledge of 
the exact experiences and training they had received. Our task was then to train them to be 
the principals that we needed/wanted. Our great suspicions with Bellarmine were around 
these past experiences — that although we talked “collaboration,” the partnership would 
be a university-dominated one, where they simply would bring their curriculum to our site 
and would not value the prior work or input of our district. 
We anticipated several challenges, including time limitations for collaborative 
planning due to long distances between partners. We had concerns about Bellarmine’s 
staff understanding that what our district was attempting to do had a legitimate place 
in the university’s program design. We worried that the program would not be a true 
tailoring to our district’s specific needs but would force conformity to a pre-planned 
university program. Our final concern was whether we would be unable to convince 
enough of the right candidates to step forward and take on the challenge of this unique 
program. We knew the expectations of this group of candidates would be much greater 
than those placed on their peers attending the local university’s program.
In reality, none of the apprehensions about the program have proven true. The 
opportunity to collaboratively and creatively address all issues has been a growth 
experience for everyone involved in the district. The growth and impact on professional 
development across our district has been positively affected by this partnership. Much of 
what we study and practice in professional development mirrors the curriculum content 
and delivery of the university classes. We constantly share resources. Bellarmine personnel 
are on our distribution lists for District Leadership Team and Public Relations. We are 
kept informed of all projects that our aspiring principal candidates are presenting and 
have the opportunity to actually experience these projects as they are presented to teams 
of district, school, and university personnel. 
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The candidates are so appreciative of the opportunity to participate in this project. 
They all voice how intense the study is, but all realize and verbalize how important 
and excellent this training is to prepare them to be “ahead of the curve” principals. 
This approach has also allowed the principal program to stay focused much more on 
instruction than our traditional past experiences had been. Several of our administrators 
helped create the new redesign for school leadership programs in the state (Interim Joint 
Committee on Education, 2007) and are so encouraged to watch it move from paper to 
real-world implementation. Having our people also help in course design and delivery 
and getting to do much of this on location in our school district, addressing our school 
issues, is about as authentic as we can envision. 
Present Progress in Graves County and Hopes for the Future
This fall, we moved primarily from planners/collaborators to lead instructors/coaches, almost a 
switching of roles between the two partners. The team consists of three district administrators 
and three Bellarmine professors as collaborators. The field experiences for each participant are 
in real-world contexts that will afford great new learning opportunities for candidates. The 
beauty of the building principal serving as a mentor in the design and implementation of 
the project under the university’s supervision is a new world for us, but one that is obviously 
a positive step out of the old box. Each candidate must complete a school improvement 
project of his/her design, related to the school’s overall long-range improvement process, and 
approved by the principal as well as supervised by a central office instructional decision-maker.
The greatest excitement is that we are one semester away from dramatically increasing the 
pool of great principal candidates in this district. On many occasions this year, I have heard 
the principal candidates discuss how these experiences have already impacted their influence 
in the classroom, transforming how they teach. The greatest gain for the district will be better 
principal candidates who have had more real-world principal experience and have a better 
understanding of the issues that our district faces as opposed to a district in a textbook. This 
program allows us to address real issues in our buildings and places these principal candidates 
in the center of helping to create solutions. We hope to gain validation for the work in 
leadership that we already had started in the district and to expand the program using the 
resources provided through this program. This experience could well be one of the tipping 
points in turning our district from good to great. Our students win! We win!
What This Project Has Meant for Pike County – Brenda Maynard, Director of Instruction 
(Retired)
A key to the success of this partnership was that I (as Pike County’s director of 
instruction) had formed a working relationship with Bellarmine professors as we had 
all participated in the Education Leadership Redesign Task Force work redesigning the 
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principal preparation program for Kentucky. That work gave us a foundation to begin 
our collaboration for principal preparation in our district. Another building block for the 
success of the project was the willingness of Bellarmine to collaborate authentically in 
designing the program around Pike County’s current leadership initiatives. 
Unfortunately, not all university professors had been willing to seek out the input 
of a school district in the past so there was an element of suspicion by district personnel 
that collaboration would never really happen. However, when Bellarmine professors 
spent hours planning the curriculum with the director of instruction and an instructional 
supervisor, all of those suspicions were put to rest. The district was able to focus the 
curriculum to better address our needs in school leadership. In the beginning, the 
district also had some concerns that the professors were too removed from the field so 
the university and district decided that the classes should be co-delivered by district 
and university personnel. This worked wonderfully well and only served to increase the 
amount of collaboration between the two entities.
This project truly has worked to overcome seemingly insurmountable odds to become 
one of the most powerful of my career. Even though Bellarmine professors were many 
hours away from our district, they came to collaborate, co-deliver instruction, and observe 
aspiring principals in action. Last summer, when four of our candidates organized and 
facilitated a day-long professional learning opportunity on Response to Intervention for 
more than 300 teachers, a professor from Bellarmine was there to observe and participate 
in the evaluation of the day. Prior to the beginning of each semester, countless hours were 
spent collaborating on students’ authentic experiences illustrating the theory grounding the 
course work. Bellarmine valued all of our work that had occurred before in Pike County 
and valued our ideas about the leadership we need. This collaboration has served to make 
the field experience for aspiring principals a very deliberate educational experience. Having 
district personnel to help shape their field experience and observe their work on a frequent 
basis ensures that all candidates are participating in the educational experiences our district 
believes are so important for leadership. 
As I read candidates’ reflections about their experiences, I know that they have been 
truly changed. I am able to witness and mark their growth into a new leadership role. 
Surely, this is the way all school administrators should be trained, through a collaborative 
model between the district and the university.
Formal Evaluation of the Pilot
With a nationally recognized consultant providing guidance, a team of school leadership 
faculty members from various colleges and universities around the state composes 
the evaluation team. This group will look at this pilot with a lens designed to inform 
the redesign of all principal preparation programs in the state (Kentucky Cohesive 
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Leadership System, 2008). These evaluators will gather data on 11 central dimensions 
of preparation programs in educational leadership: recruitment, selection, curriculum, 
clinical work, internship, faculty, instruction, candidate assessments, program structure 
and delivery, partnerships, and program evaluation. Utilizing document mining 
techniques as well as focus groups, surveys, and interviews, the team hopes to use 
“lessons learned” from this pilot to assist all state colleges and universities in the redesign 
of educational leadership programs slated to be completed by 2012. A key focus in 
the evaluation process is to be certain that the pilot ensures partners are involved 
meaningfully in all dimensions of the program, including recruitment and selection, 
curriculum, instruction, and program evaluation.
University Challenges
The district-university partnership has had its challenges. Initially, there was a great deal 
of suspicion on the part of the districts, influenced by past “partnerships” which morphed 
into one model on paper and another in reality. The faculty at this university had to 
work hard to convince district central office administrators of two points: (1) that their 
input would actually cause change to the delivery of curriculum, and (2) that we were 
committed to contextualizing the necessary theory into the specific practices and needs 
of the districts. Numerous face-to-face and electronic planning sessions resulted in what 
we believe to be enhanced, rigorous courses that are tied directly to the skill-base and 
dispositions required of successful principals in the pilot districts. When asked what (if 
any) do you see as the benefits of the university-district collaboration in this program, 
candidates have responded with such feedback as: “The university takes an approach that 
directly involves and impacts our district. Our district is also served by the program,” 
“This collaboration allows the university to provide a more personalized experience. They 
are familiar with our backgrounds. Additionally, through this partnership, we have been 
able to complete projects that are district relevant,” and “I feel school leadership will be 
strengthened due to this program. Everyone should hit the ground running, so to speak.”
A second challenge for the university has been the logistics of the co-delivery of the 
curriculum. In the traditional university curriculum design, one instructor teaches a 
course, resulting in a specific load assignment for that faculty member. In a co-teaching 
design, two or more instructors are implied, and we were committed to avoiding a 
“turn-teaching” approach to the delivery of the material. In general, courses that have 
been co-taught were offered by a faculty member and a practitioner from the district. 
This structure challenged the university to find a way to pay both instructors for their 
time and expertise. With the use of grant money, this has been possible in these pilots. 
However, duplication of this process without specific grant funding is a problem yet to be 
solved by the SOE administration.
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Outcomes and Feedback
As we draw closer to the end of this partnership project, we acknowledge the abundance 
of rewards. Even though each of our university faculty members working with aspiring 
principals has been a P–12 practitioner, many years have passed since some instructors 
worked in elementary and secondary schools. The opportunity to work with central 
office and school-based leaders enriched both our repertoire of examples and our ability 
to create relevance from the theories being presented. The connections to the daily 
operations of these districts have been a reminder of the trials and challenges faced by 
practicing administrators in the high-stakes testing environment in which they serve. 
As we reflect on the unique aspects of these two partnerships and prepare to initiate 
new, aspiring principal cohorts, our experiences have confirmed the need for the 
following practices:
•  Collaboration! Collaboration! Collaboration! — from candidate 
selection to the co-design and co-delivery of courses;
•  Contextualization of field experiences within districts’ ongoing 
leadership initiatives;
•  Critical importance of valuing the contributions of both the district and 
the university in preparing aspiring principals; and
•  A trusting relationship that incorporates open communication between 
all parties and a willingness to make accommodations when needed.
This project indeed has reinforced the essence of true partnership — where each 
stakeholder is valued equally as a contributor to the whole.
Feedback from stakeholders has been overwhelmingly positive. In order to gather 
perceptions and to assure the districts that students are receiving the instruction 
promised, KDE repeatedly has requested feedback after planning sessions and at the 
conclusion of courses. Although the work of the evaluation team will provide more 
substantive proof, e-mails and course evaluations from students and district-based 
administrators contain such comments as “…I feel as though I have grown exponentially 
as a professional educator through my course work…,” “I have learned a great deal 
and now have a greater appreciation for the position and the person holding the 
position of principal. We have learned many things about leadership styles, reflections, 
ISLLC standards, vision and mission, and situational case studies. I have enjoyed this 
class tremendously because we are not just reading chapters in several books, we are 
participating and learning deeper lessons...,” and “...this program is providing hands-on 
real-world scenarios to make new principals more prepared to hit the ground running 
and perform as an educational leader.” 
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Finally, the chance to coordinate this pilot partnership program prior to the 
mandated redesign of our program (Kentucky Cohesive Leadership System, 2008) 
has provided further insights into the value of the design elements that have been a 
hallmark of Bellarmine’s program since its inception. Because the program is relatively 
new, with only a few practicing principals as graduates of this university’s aspiring leader 
courses, there are little data to support the effectiveness of our efforts. This pilot and the 
subsequent evaluation process should provide us with the information we need to justify 
our approach and tweak our methods to serve more effectively all of our candidates who 
strive to take on the challenges of P–12 leadership positions.
Conclusions
Are we creating the perfect principal? Have we designed the perfect preparation program? 
Certainly we have not reached perfection, nor is that feasible with the continuous 
stream of challenges and ever-evolving needs of students, schools, and districts. Yet this 
partnership has benefitted all who have been involved in ways beyond our initial hopes. 
Perhaps the success of the pilot partnership is best stated through the comments of one 
candidate: “I am able to learn to become an effective principal while using many of the 
programs/ideas/beliefs that our district is using. This, now, is helping me be a better 
teacher, which in turn, will help me be an effective instructional leader.” Who benefits 
most? This aspiring principal’s future students, faculty, and school.
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